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Framework procurement 
 
Charles McSweeney, senior director at Currie & Brown examines the different approaches to 
framework procurement in the public sector. 
 
One of the biggest changes seen in the construction industry over the last decade or so has 
been the growing use of framework procurement. It is now the main method of contracting in 
the public sector, and its use is becoming ever more common in the private sector too. 

Frameworks have been driven by EU procurement directives aimed at ensuring that public 
bodies get value for money. They are replacing traditional methods of procurement such as 
individual project tendering or preferred supplier lists as they are considered to offer better 
transparency and provide more effective competition. 

With some 70 per cent of the UK’s £42 billion annual public-sector construction spend now 
awarded in this way, consultants and contractors have no choice but to be involved in the 
process.  

Miss out on an OJEU (Official Journal of the European Union) advertised framework offer 
and you may have to wait four years before you can bid to work with that client again. It is, 
therefore, critical that everyone involved in procuring construction contracts understands how 
the process works. 

There are a number of approaches to frameworks that can be taken by clients. Some of 
these work well; others less so.  

Once awarded, the framework lasts for four years (it can be up to eight years in the case of 
the utilities sector). In essence it amounts to a pre-qualification, as mini-competitions 
between the selected suppliers can then take place for call-off appointments. 

The system has its benefits and its disadvantages. It does provide clearer sight of the 
process, and encourages the building of trust and the growth of long-term relationships. 
Frameworks can provide for better governance and help to demonstrate value. 

In addition, supplier companies that perform well over the four-year period hope that they will 
be looked on favourably when the next bidding round comes up. 

However, some frameworks have not lived up to expectations. Suppliers might be successful 
in winning an award but, having put considerable amounts of time and resource into doing 
so, then find that few or no projects then flow from it. The suspicion is that the process may 
only have been used by the client to comply with public procurement rules. 

Another problem is tactical pricing, with suppliers bidding low in order to get onto the 
framework and then trying to find ways to revise their pricing upwards at a later stage to 
make up the shortfall. 

So, what makes a good framework? It has to be clear where the pipeline of work is coming 
from and how many contracts there are likely to be. This gives the process integrity and 
reassures those involved that the significant amount of work required to take part in the bid 
will be worthwhile. 
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If this subsequently turns out not to be the case, it leads to frustration for suppliers, who feel 
they have achieved a poor return for their efforts in winning a place. This is, unfortunately, 
fairly common.  

The important thing is that the client manages the framework process efficiently and uses it 
to obtain value for money. That means evaluating responses properly, ensuring compliance 
and giving feedback. 

A good way of doing this is for the companies offering the framework to seek market 
engagement from potential suppliers at an early stage.  

New legislation introduced in 2015 has encouraged this process, and it is now taking place in 
a number of ways, including through online surveys and via seminars and presentations for 
potential bidders. 

The feedback received can then be fed into the procurement strategy before the documents 
are written. This is good for both sides. The suppliers can provide valuable information and 
influence the framework process, while the client gets the benefit of their specialised 
experience. 

Often the difference between a successful framework and an unsuccessful one lies in getting 
it right at the start. Clients need to know what they want and how the process is to work. 
They have to consider the likely scope of work and how the process is to be managed. 

All the stakeholders have to be involved and the right individuals identified for approval. This 
needs to be identified early to avoid potential complications later. 

Despite it having been a feature of public sector procurement for more than a decade, the 
framework approach is still very much a work in progress and will inevitably mature as time 
passes. The increasing interest of the private sector is also likely to be a factor in its 
continuing development. 

There are visible improvements which can be made. For instance, the value thresholds 
where frameworks come into play seem quite low, and there may be a case for the four-year 
period to be extended, perhaps with the introduction of break points after a certain period has 
elapsed. 

Suppliers also need to be fully aware of just how important it is to be involved in the process. 
If they are not, then they risk losing out on what could be a big slice of business for a lengthy 
period before they can bid again. 

A successful, well-managed framework is good for everyone.  It helps to ensure that projects 
are completed to a high standard, on time and within budget.  

Frameworks can foster good working relationships between all parties and encourage 
suppliers to work hard and prioritise these contracts. Knowing that you are going to have to 
re-bid in the future when your performance record will be examined should help bring a real 
focus. 

Run properly, they can be of real benefit. One thing is for sure: the framework approach is 
here to stay. Understanding it, and the way it works, is the key to success. For the 
construction sector, that is the challenge and the opportunity. The industry needs to rise to it. 
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